That first time, early August and the middle of a heat wave, she thought she'd just get some air. Simply stand on the cement patio, quietly gaze at the stars caught in the net of our maple tree.
to the burden of being in charge. When I came home, itchy and dis contented, she was almost always sitting on the couch in her prim cotton nightgown, reading. The smoke from her cigarette snaked upwards in the lamplight, and the radio played softly. Sometimes the basement dryer would be thumping like a buried heart. There's some iced tea, she'd say, or Careful not to wake your sister. Never once a leading question, a raised eyebrow. As wild as her imagination was, she couldn't imagine the possibility of my being different from her. Like her, I was serious, shy, not popular with other girls. Good.
Though all around us things hurtled toward liberation and apoca lypse, she didn't worry.
My father, that handsome, hapless city boy, had built our sand box, and the plywood cover had warped. Nothing he made held its own?the patio he'd poured already showed cracks, and the swing he'd suspended from the maple tree had inched itself so low my sis ters swung on their bellies, dragging their fingers in the dust. That hot August night my mother crossed the yard, her pink nightgown white in the darkness. The sparse grass around the sandbox bristled with toy road graders and shovels, and as she crouched to square the unwieldy cover, the ball of her bare foot came down on a plastic army man. She picked the poor thing up, straightened his bent bayonet. My mother took little interest in our games, but I'd seen her pause, finger to lip, and watch my brothers swagger across the yard with their cap guns, hunting down Indians, robbers, Japs. Their cockiness was so pure, so untried. A boy's dangerous birthright. My mother's nightgown stirred in the evening's first breeze, then settled gently against her thighs. Our neighborhood still didn't have streetlights, so even when she found herself at the end of the drive way, gazing at the neighbors' houses, it was dark.
That first night, while I lay hot and prickly in my bed, my little sister's adenoidal breathing grating my every nerve, my mother only ventured as far as the Woodsons' house, two doors up. The wishing well on their front lawn was the tackiest thing, but in the dappled dark it made her smile. When she looked down inside it she couldn't see the wads of bubblegum, the streaks of bird poop, or the sanitary napkin Michael Woodson had stolen on a dare to show his friends. In the dark she couldn't see the bottom at all, and she whispered, "Anybody home?" My mother was in the kitchen, and I waited for her to charge in and demand where did I get that language, who did I think I was?
Who do you think you are?
But she didn't appear. Deirdre glimpsed blood and howled to wake the dead. In the kitchen I discovered my mother staring out the window over the sink, potato in one hand and peeler in the other. She stared so intently I had to look too, but all I saw was the lawn furniture, the sagging swing, the sandbox. The heyday of cocktails, and the Gordons drank white wine. My mother found a jug in their refrigerator, poured herself a long stemmed glass full. From the window over their sink she could just see her own clothesline, which my father had cemented into the ground, but which listed so badly she could only hang sheets on one side. My mother sipped her wine, leaning against the white porcelain sink exactly like hers. She plucked a brown leaf from the 6 African violet on the sill, blew dust from the pinch pot Billy Gordon had made in kindergarten.
There was a navy blue corduroy couch. Klee and Picasso prints on the walls. On a rickety shelf, beside a set of bongo drums, she discovered a copy of a sex manual. Unlike the pamphlet she and my father had received from the priest who married them, the book had illustrations, featuring a hairy man and big-breasted woman.
My mother was dying to light one of the candles the Gordons had, candles stuck in Chianti bottles, but didn't dare, so she turned the pages in steamy semi-darkness, the couple swimming in and out of her vision, and saw things even the authors had never dreamed of. all the way down to the dark pink folds so baffling to her. She had never looked at herself there. Her daughter was the map of her own secret, mysterious places.
My mother washed the Gordons' wine glass and put it back on the shelf where she, personally, preferred to store her spices.
My father brought home a bamboo flute he'd bought on his lunch hour. Someone was selling them on the street, he said, and he'd thought of me. I don't know why, he said, suddenly sheepish, I just did, and turned away to pour his first drink. The flute was all wrong in my hands?I already knew I'd never be able to coax a single note from it. The longing to be the daughter he imagined?poetic, ethe real, a saint on a hilltop?to prove him right, it nearly drowned me. I spent the night in my room, fumbling with the clumsy chunk of bamboo, and finally hid it away in the back of my closet.
Dave brought me red roses. He held them out to me in our nar row front hall, my sisters yipping at his heels like puppies. When I handed off the bouquet to Katherine, she glided away humming the wedding march.
As we sat on a bench in the hot August night eating ice cream, he told me there was a peeping Tom in the neighborhood. Reckless, that was how I felt afterwards. Also safe, because of course Dave planned to marry me. I would be his vet assistant, at least till we had children. How many do you want? he asked. Reckless and safe at the same time?I was only sixteen.
At home, my own mother was reading in her corner of the couch.
A black chiffon scarf netted her hair, and when she looked at me, I was sure she knew. I watched her beautiful face break into separate planes, a small, private earthquake of emotion.
"Look how grown-up you are." She sounded stunned. "Before I know it, you'll be gone." who barely knew what she was doing could find herself with five of them. Nature was fallible?in her carelessness she could make terrible mistakes. My mother lowered the baby into her arms, fear gnawing her heart. The look on her face made the baby cry, and they touched foreheads, blubbering.
The sun's first rays were stealing in through the bedroom win dows that were exactly as narrow and stingy as the ones in our house. While she changed his diaper, the baby chewed on his fist, and when she kissed his belly button he sighed and closed his dark eyes.
Did she leave a calling card? Tuck the mink stole over the sleeping boy, hide the gaudy ring in the sugar bowl? My mother hated show offs. But when she saw the baby the next day, straining at his tether, and he lifted his arms and cried for her, causing Estelle to regard her strangely, my mother?never popular with other women?looked the portly, suspicious Estelle DeMarco straight in the eye and asked, "What have you heard about this prowler? Should we all start lock ing our doors?" Getting caught must have occurred to her for the first time.
The idea of protection never occurred to me, and when Dave brought it up, our third time, the night before he left, as we wrestled one last time on the beach, where the wind plucked hard at our blanket and sand got between my teeth and in my ears and the sky held not a single star, the little foil packet he fumbled from his wallet mor tified me. The moment he began to insist on it, because he loved me, because he couldn't let me take this risk, I understood what we were doing was nothing unique. Instead it was messily earthbound and potentially disastrous, and that's what being loved meant. That he had known this all along, and I hadn't, proved he truly was older and wiser, if unspeakably duller and more pathetic. What is certain is that Ethel Anderson took a shot at the prowler that very night. Her husband was late, even later than usual, later than he had any goddamn excuse for being, and she found herself on her own front steps, a drink in one hand and his pistol in the other. How black that night was, you'd think someone had kid napped the moon, held the stars for ransom! Ethel heard the soft thud of her empty glass when she tossed it into the grass. Beyond her overgrown shrubs, a boy's bike had keeled over dead on the grass; her mailbox was an armless dwarf. Her husband had taught her to shoot the gun she held. In the basement, after the children were in bed. God, the stupid bushes were so high, anything could be lurking beyond them. Naked, the two of them. What would the neighborhood cows think if they'd seen her then? Ethel cradled the barrel of the pistol against her cheek. His short, powerful arms. His fist in the small of her back.
Out of the darkness came the distant whistle of the train on its way into the city. How many nights they'd sat together on the sub way, thighs pressing, on their way to the crowds, the lights, dancing and drinks and afterwards the little fourth-floor place she'd had, so tiny she'd hung her secretary blouses in the shower, and kept her shoes in the oven. Size five, before the children.
"Bang," whispered Ethel, though why in hell was she whisper ing, who in God's name was going to hear her, so she yelled it, catapulted the challenge into the sleeping street, and over there, on the Woidecks' front steps, a red alarm flared. A pinprick of flame, momentarily glowing very bright, then arcing through the black ness?afterwards Ethel remembered how graceful and terrifying it had looked, like a ballerina on fire.
"What do you think you're doing?" She stepped down into the grass, gun high, fearless. Fearless! Behind her, inside the house, her boy and girl slept the sleep of the innocent and helpless. The thought of their utter dependence galvanized her. A jittering current ran up through her thighs and into her belly. Ethel's heart pounded, her body throbbed with a mother's love, but beyond that the fero cious desire to nail something, preferably between the eyes. Dogs quit barking in the middle of the night, and the Goldilocks like evidence?crumbs on a counter, mussed pillows?ceased. Some of the neighborhood women reconsidered Ethel, and she was invited to bridge club. For two weeks she dined out on her story.
But she didn't really know how to play bridge, and all they served was cookies and weak coffee, so she quit.
My mother was very good at bridge, but she dropped out of the club, too. No sooner was the prowler run out of town than the summer came to an end, abruptly, startlingly, the way it always did. The nights grew chilly, and no one played outside after supper.
Mornings, after the school buses had rumbled away, the neighbor hood felt scooped out and hollow, a husk without the fruit. We could try and turn her and Ethel, those two renegades, into friends, but that would be forcing things. They were far too unlike. Oh the things I've gotten away with in my life! The crazy risks, the insane hubris! While everything that possibly could, caught up with her. Another pregnancy, a horrible miscarriage. Katherine's many disastrous mistakes, every one of which my mother took to heart. My younger brother's drug problems. My father's fatal cirrhosis, the delirium she nursed him through. Her own heart disease, the surgeries, the love of smoking she could never give up, though her weakness filled her with self-hatred.
It was me?only me?who was with her when she died. Though she wore an oxygen mask, every morning I helped her put on her lipstick. The nurses all said how beautiful she still was, and when they heard me reading aloud to her, wanted to tell us about their book clubs. Too bad there wasn't a book club instead of a bridge club back then, I said to her, but she just shook her head. By then she wasn't talking much. Her skin was so papery, the sheets hurt her, and fluid began to seep from her arms and legs. Still she went on, struggling for every breath, choking down every pill, her desire to live filling me with my own deep, terrible panic. The last thing she said before she fell unconscious, the last thing she said, her eyes widening, was,
"Not yet!" As good as my imagination is, as much as I've tried for a happier ending, I've never been able to transform the terror I heard in her voice. I'd dig through a refrigerator till I found a cheese she'd never tasted, and watch her eyes widen as she put it on her tongue. On a vanity shelf I'd discover an extravagant perfume she'd never buy herself, and urge her to massage it into her wrists. What wouldn't I
give to have seen that, to have made that happen, for real?
